Thyroid autoantibodies in cord blood sera from children and adolescents with autoimmune thyroiditis.
Autoimmune thyroid disease is common among women of childbearing age. Thyroid autoantibodies are predominantly of the immunoglobulin G (IgG)-type and pass the placental barrier from mother to child. Recent studies have suggested a pathogenetic role for transplacentally transmitted autoantibodies in the development of autoimmune disease. The aim of the present study was to investigate if children and adolescents with autoimmune thyroiditis (AIT) have been exposed to thyroid autoantibodies already in utero. Cord blood sera taken at delivery from 34 newborns who had developed AIT during childhood and adolescence, and sera from 31 of their mothers, were analyzed for the presence of autoantibodies against thyroid peroxidase (TPOAb) and thyroglobulin (TgAb), and compared to 233 randomly selected control children and their mothers. The prevalence of TPOAb in cord blood sera was elevated among the children and adolescents with AIT compared to controls (38% versus 14%; odds ratio [OR] 4.12, p < 0.001). An increased prevalence of TPOAb was also found among their mothers (29% versus 15%; OR 2.17, p < 0.048). No significant difference in the prevalence of TgAb was found either between children with AIT and the control children (18% versus 9%; OR 2.16, p < 0.15), or between their mothers and the control mothers (23% versus 12%; OR 2.17, p < 0.16). Most of the TPOAb-positive children had TPOAb-positive mothers, indicating the maternal origin of their TPOAb. In conclusion, a large proportion of children who later developed AIT had already been exposed to transplacentally transmitted TPOAb in utero. Whether these autoantibodies have any pathogenetic role in the development of AIT in offspring or if they simply mirror the inheritance of AIT, remains to be investigated.